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Enzyme that affects ageing, 
cancer decoded, claims study
PARIS: Elated scientists announced the completion of a 20-year quest to map the
complex enzyme thought to forestall ageing by repairing the tips of chromosomes
in plants and animals, including humans. Decoding the architecture of the enzyme,
called telomerase, could lead to drugs that slow or block the ageing process, along
with new treatments for cancer, they reported in the journal Nature.

“It has been a long time coming,” lead investigator Kathleen Collins, a molec-
ular biologist at the University of California in Berkley, said in a statement.

“Our findings provide a structural framework for understanding human telom-
erase disease mutations, and represent an important step towards telomerase-
related clinical therapeutics.”

Part protein and part RNA-genetic material that relays instructions for build-
ing proteins-telomerase acts on microscopic sheaths, known as telomeres, that
cover the tips of the chromosomes found inside all cells. In humans, each cell
contains 23 pairs of chromosomes, including one pair of sex chromosomes-the
“X” and “Y”-that differ between males and females.

Australian-American biologist Elizabeth Blackburn, who shared the 2009
Nobel Prize in Medicine for discovering telomeres and their protective function
in the 1970s, likened them to the tiny plastic caps that keep shoelaces from fray-
ing. Eventually, however, shoelace tips and telomeres do break down: every time
a cell divides the telomeres get worn a little bit more, until the cell stops dividing
and dies. This, biologists agree, is probably central to the natural ageing process.
But there is a twist.

A ‘Wow!’ moment 
In 1985 Blackburn discovered telomerase, and its remarkable capacity to

extend a cell’s lifespan by essentially rebuilding telomeres with extra bits of DNA,
much in the same way that retreading a tyre can make it nearly as good as new.
Telomerase, in other words, was revealed to be a key agent in longevity. It can
also be linked to disease. 

“Inherited genetic mutations that compromise telomerase function cause disor-
ders,” said Michael Stone, a professor at the Center for Molecular Biology or RNA
at the University of California, Santa Cruz. A deficiency of the enzyme could accel-
erate cell death. At the other extreme, too much telomerase “supports unbridled
cell growth in most human cancers,” he wrote in a commentary, also in Nature.   

But early efforts to develop drugs that could control the enzyme’s expression-
essentially switching it on or off-”were hampered by an incomplete understand-
ing of the structure and organization of the telomerase complex,” Stone added.
To crack the telomerase code, Collins and her team used a state-of-the-art cryo-
electron microscope (Cryo-EM) to see the enzyme in action at unprecedented
resolutions of seven or eight angstroms.

An angstrom is one ten-billionth of a metre long. Cryo-EM can decipher the
molecular structures of compounds that cannot be crystallized and imaged with
X-rays. It’s developers won the 2017 Nobel Prize in Chemistry. “When I got to
the point where I could see all the subunits-we had 11 proteins in total-it was a
moment of ‘Wow! Wow! This is how they all fit together’,” said lead author Thi
Hoang Duong Nguyen, a post-doc at UC Berkeley’s Miller Institute for Basic
Research in Science.

A 2010 study showed that ageing could be reversed in mice that were treated
with telomerase. And in 2011, scientists found a way to transform age-worn cells
from people over 90 into rejuvenated stem cells indistinguishable from those
found in embryos. In lab experiments, several critical markers of ageing in cells
were “reset”, including the size of telomeres. —AFP 

New beginning
for Taiba Hospital
KUWAIT CITY: Taiba Hospital, Kuwait’s leading
private healthcare provider, revealed its new
brand identity and logo, announcing the begin-
ning of a new chapter with fresh branding that
reflects its spirit of progress and advancement.

The brand identity utilizes tones of the blue
color with a modern design, conveying the vision
and aspirations of Taiba Hospital, which aims to
be the hospital of choice for patients and physi-
cians alike in the region. The same modern design
elements were used in renovating the hospital
facilities, ensuring that patients have a positive
and satisfactory experience.

Adopting the new brand identity is the final
phase of a wider expansion plan for Taiba
Hospital and its core services. The refurbished
hospital building has the capacity of 110 beds,
and boasts a number of high-standard facilities
that include: two MRI suites, an advanced CT
Scan Suite, Intensive Care Units for surgical and
cardiac patients of all age groups, 5 high-tech
operating theaters, and one Hybrid OT with the
highest standards of technology in the health-
care industry.

In tandem with its achievement in being

Kuwait’s first pri-
vate hospital to be
certified by the
World Health
Organization and
the UNICEF, Taiba
Hospital proudly
offers comprehen-
sive birth and labor
services following
the latest industry
trends and interna-
tional guidelines.

The new spacious patient suites and rooms are
elegantly furnished to easily accommodate guests,
suitable for holding baby receptions.

Commenting on the completion of the expan-
sion plan, Taiba Hospital’s Chief Executive
Officer Rashed Al Fadala emphasized the hospi-
tal’s commitment to providing the best services
in the industry to patients and visitors, elevating
the status of the healthcare sector in Kuwait. He
noted, “Throughout the process of expansion,
everyone of the Taiba Hospital family worked
with utmost dedication and commitment to pro-
vide patients and visitors with the best services
possible. Despite some challenges, we complet-
ed the expansion project which doesn’t only tar-
get upgrading the infrastructure, but also our
human resources.”

He added: “To better achieve our goals at
leading the industry, we worked extensively

over the past years to recruit some of the best
talent in Kuwait in various fields, including
medical and administrative experiences whose
efforts  are instrumental  in  achieving our
goals.” The hospital’s staff proudly include
some of Kuwait’s most prominent doctors and
surgeons in  d i f ferent  f ie lds , inc luding
Orthopedics, Gastroenterology, Cardiology,
and Internal Medicine.

Mr Rashed Al Fadala 

Rising autism rate in 
US an ‘urgent’ concern 
TAMPA: The autism rate in the United States has climbed to one in 59
children, up from prior estimates of one in 68, a US government report
said. Calling the neurodevelopmental disorder an “urgent public health
concern,” the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) said
the change represents an uptick from 1.5 percent to 1.7 percent of
children. The latest figures are “broad and startling,” said Walter
Zahorodny, an associate professor of pediatrics at Rutgers New Jersey
Medical School who led the New Jersey portion of the study.

The prevalence of autism in the United States was just one in 5,000
in 1975, and has been mounting steadily in recent years, rising 150
percent since 2000, the CDC said. Researchers are still unclear what
causes autism, or why it appears to be on the rise. In 2014, the CDC
said one in 68 US children had autism, a rate the agency said appeared
to remain steady in 2016. 

“It is now clear that what we saw in 2016 was just a pause along the
way,” said Zahorodny. The CDC report said some of the change in
prevalence in recent years “could be due to improved autism identifi-
cation in minority populations, although autism is still more likely to be
identified in white children than in black or Hispanic children.” Autism

is also about four times more common in boys than girls. Certain risk
factors are linked to autism, such as being born to parents over age 30,
maternal illness during pregnancy, genetic mutations, birth before 37
weeks gestation and multiple births. 

“These are true influences that are exerting an effect, but they
are not enough to explain the high rate of autism prevalence,” said
Zahorodny. “There are still undefined environmental risks which
contribute to this significant increase, factors that could affect a
child in its development in utero or related to birth complications or
to the newborn period. We need more research into non-genetic
triggers for autism.”

People with autism may display a range of symptoms including
repetitive movements, difficulty communicating, and discomfort in
social situations. Some excel at non-verbal skills such as mathematics.
States included in the research were Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado,
Georgia, New Jersey, Maryland, Minnesota, Missouri, North Carolina,
Tennessee and Wisconsin.

New Jersey had almost twice the nationwide rate, at 2.9 percent, or
one in 34 kids. The lowest rate was in Arkansas, with one in 76 kids
affected. Data for Thursday’s report came from health and special edu-
cation records of 325,483 children who were eight years old in 2014.
While the figures, which come from the Autism and Developmental
Disabilities Monitoring (ADDM) Network, are not representative of
the entire nation, health experts widely consider them a benchmark of
the autism rate in the United States. —AFP


